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METHOD VERSUS REMEDIAL INSTRUCTION
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ABSTRACT

In a study conducted fo see which method of error freatment was more effective in EFL writing classes, 288 Iranian EFL

learners took the TOEFL fest to be grouped in two homogeneous classes. Each student in each group wrofe a paragraph

on a general fopic which was proofread for mistakes/errors by three experienced EFL writing feachers (i.e., Pretest). One
group received Red Pen freatment (RPM) and the other Remedial Instruction freatment (RIM). Affer a two-week interval,
both groups repeated the same writing assignment, proofread by the same feachers (Post-test). A Mixed Between-
Within Subjects Analysis of Variance (SPANOVA) was conducted to analyze the effect of two different fypes of freatment

(i.e., RPM, and RIM). Results, after analysis of the datq, indicated that the main effect was significant for time but not for

group. It was further notficed that the inferaction effect was also significant. The RPM method, although not statistically

significant, was slightly more effective in enhancing EFL written performance than the RIM method.
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INTRODUCTION

EFL writing teachers employ different methods of error
freatment in their classes. Two of the most popular
methods of error freatment in Iran are (a) The Red Pen
Method (RPM), and (b) the Remedial Instruction Method
(RIM). In RPM, the teacher writes notes in red ink through
which s/he draws students' affention to their errors, and
asks for arevision. In RIM, on the other hand, s/he focuses
on students' errors in follow-up class hours in which the
teacher teaches the students how to avoid those errors in
later writing assignments. This study aimed aft finding the
answer to the question: "Which of these two methods of
error tfreatment is more effective?”

1. Background

Second language writing has been the subject matter of
many researches until now. There have been different
points of view about types of error treatment in writing
English as a second language. Some of these have
approved the use of Red Pen Method (RPM) as a type of
error freatment. This method is said to attract students'
attention, and once they notice their mistakes, they fry to
avoid those specific mistakes in lafer assignments.
However, the red pen method, as one method of
freatment, has been criticized, too. As Semke (1984) puts
it, correction does notincrease writing accuracy, writing

fluency, or general language proficiency, and may have
anegative effect on students' attitudes.

Along the same lines, in agreement with Cane and Cane
(1990), Porte (1993) states that many methods of giving
feedback on writing have tended to concentfrate on
teacher-initiated correction with the inevitable display of
“codes” (usually in red ink) that aim to point students in the
direction of their error or mistake by commenting in
margins; Gwin (1991) noficed that this kind of
commenting was sometimes implemented by color-
coding. Martin, et al. (1976) noticed that the results of
such systems were often less than satisfactory, with the
teacher spending more time dealing with the surface
features of spelling, punctuation and handwriting than
otherthings whichwere eitheruseful ordesirable.

Approaching marking in such a way, coupled with EFL/ESL
teachers' customary professionalism, many would find
themselves wishing to spend more and more time with
each student's problems, providing more exhaustive
feedback. As Gwin (1991) points out, such teachers
usually insist that compaositions be double spaced, to give
them plenty of room to write their comments. While such
attention to detail is laudable, teachers cannot help but
feel that they simply do not have the time 1o devote to
such painstaking marking, since they are already
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overloaded with their works.

On the other hand, using different types of treatment
(e.g., Remedial instruction Method, Red Pen Method,
etc.) to increase writing performance has its own
advocates. Fox (1979) explains about a sixteen-week
stfudy to investigate the effects that two methods of
teaching - writing had on writing apprehension and on
overall quality and length of student writing involved over
one hundred college freshmen enrolled in English
Composition classes. Except for the methods of writing
instruction, all other conditions for the experimental and
control groups, such as class hours, number of words
assigned and choice of topics were the same. By
administering Daly and Miller's Writing Apprehension Test
before and after the freatment, Fox (1979) observed that
both groups had reduced in writing apprehension, but the
experimental group, which had had the experimental
freatment, showed a betterresult.

Several studies have been conducted on the effect of
freatment on EFL students' writing performance. They alll
show that there is a rather significant change in writing
ability after a certain type of freatment is performed. One
issue about tfreatment is whether all types of freatment
have the same effect, or some are more effective. This
aims to check the effect of two different types of
freatment on EFL students' writing performance: (a) the
Red Pen Method (RPM), and (b) the Remedial instruction
Method (RIM).

2. Methodology
2.1. Materials

The general proficiency test of English used in this study
consisted of two booklets. Both booklets were selected
questions from the book entitled Longman Complete
Course for the TOEFL Test (Phillips, 2001). The first booklet
contained grammar, and vocabulary guestions. The
second booklet contained reading comprehension
passages and questions.

e The Grammar and Vocabulary Booklet: It contained
forty grammar, and forty vocabulary questions to
assess students' knowledge of English grammar and
vocabulary.

o The Reading Comprehension Booklet: The second
booklet with five standard passages, each followed
by ten relevant comprehension questions, was used
to testreading comprehension ability of the students.

Advanced Writing: this is the fitle of a practical course
book on academic paragraph writing; it was infroduced
to allthe participantsin the study.

2.2. Participants and procedures

Based on TOEFL scores, a group of female Iranian
students (N=288) were chosen from among an original
population of 362 EFL students for the study. They were
mostly feenagers and young adulfs, ranging in age from
fiffeen to thirty years (mean age=23.2). They were all EFL
students, means that they had learnt English in
educational settings not in naturalistic settings or in the
environment.

It was important o know their language proficiency
before they could enter the study. To this end, a general
proficiency test (i.e., the TOEFL Test) was administered. To
reduce the effect of all the intervening variables, they
were not given prior information about the exact date of
test administration; so that could not prepare for it. After
administering the TOEFL test, they were grouped into four
different levels of language proficiency. These groups
consisted of advanced, upper intermediate, lower
intermediate, and beginning students. Table 1 displays
the descriptive statistics for four proficiency groups.

The author had a notion that sex could be a possible
intervening variable. In addition, most of the students in
the population were female. Therefore, it was decided to
draw the sample fromm among female students. As such,
allthe participants were female so that the variable of sex
could be controlled.

Frequency | Percent Valid Cumulative
Percent Percent

Beginner 80 27.8 27.8 27.8
Lower 80| 27.8 27.8 55.6
Infermediate

Upper 48 | 167 16.7 72.2
Intermediate

Advanced 80 27.8 27.8 100.0
Total 288 | 100.0 100.0

Table 1. Distribution of Participants across Proficiency Groups
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Std.
Deviation

—

Type of Method Sig.

N Mean

Red Pen Method 144 44.4444 1611921 1.469 | 0.143

Remedial Instruction 47.0556| 13.95887

Method 144

Table 2. Descriptive and T-Test Statistics for RPM and RIM Groups

It was now important to assign subjects to the two
freatment groups in such a way as to ensure inter-group
homogeneity in tferms of language proficiency. To this
end, a matching fechnique was used. This was done to
ensure maximum correspondence between the RPM
(n=144) and RIM (n=144) groups in terms of participants'
level of language proficiency; for each TOEFL score in the
RPM group, a corresponding score in the RIM group was
desired, so that there was a one-to-one correspondence
between TOEFL scores in RPM and RIM groups; that is,
each TOEFL score in the RPM group had a counterpart in
the RIM group. This was consolidated by running an
independent samples t-test for the RPM and RIM groups
with language proficiency (i.e., TOEFL scores) as the
dependent variable (alpha=0.05) asintable 2.

Both groups were then asked to write a paragraph on the
general topic "Why did you choose to study English?", as
the pretest to assess their writing performance before
either of the freatment methods (i.e., RPM or RIM) could be
used. The paragraphs were proofread by three EFL writing
instructors (average years of tfeaching experience=>5.3)
and the errors were identified. They also assigned scores
to each student. As such, each student had three scores,
the average of which was considered the pretest score for
her.

The errors were indicated to the RPM group by comments
in red ink in the margins, and each RPM participant was
asked to revise her paragraph in which she tried to correct
those errors indicated to her in red ink; the period for
revision was a due of maxim of two weeks time. The
revised paragraphs were retained as the post-test corpus
forthe RPM group.

As for the RIM group, the participants were asked to
participate in Remedial Instruction Classes in which they

were taught the correct forms of the errors they had made
in their paragraphs. They did not see their paragraphs and
the instructor did not tell each individual what errors she
had made. Rather, the RIM group, as a whole, was given
remedial instruction. After six two-hour class sessions held
over a two-week time, the RIM participants were asked to
rewrite their paragraphs on the same topic. The rewritten
paragraphs were retained as the post-test corpus for the
RIM group.

The same EFL instructors proofread the post-test
paragraphs and assigned scores o them. Once more,
each individual received three scores, and the average
of which was retained as her post-test score.

3. Results

A Mixed Between-Within Subjects Analysis of Variance
(SPANOVA) (See Pallant, 2001) was conducted to analyze
the effect of two different types of freatment (i.e., RPM,
and RIM) on the writing performance of EFL students. This
was done to see if there were main effects for each of the
independent variables (i.e., main effect for subject
groups and main effect for time), and also for their
interaction to tell if the change in writing performance
overtime was different for the two groups.

It was necessary to check for Homogeneity of
infercorrelations 1o see if for each of the levels of the
between-subjects variable (i.e., type of freatment) and
the pattermn of intercorrelations among the levels of within-
subjects variable (i.e., time) were the same. To test this
assumption, Box's M statistic with the more conservative
alpha level of .001 was used with the hope that the
staftistic would not be significant (i.e., that the p level would
be greater than 0.001). In other words, Box's M statistic
tests the null hypothesis that the observed covariance

Box's M 10.543
F 3.488
df1 3
df2 14723280.000
Sig. 015
Design:

Intercept+Treatment

Within Subjects Design:
Time

Table 3. Box's Test of Equality of Covariance Matrices
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Figure 1. Comparison of gains in mean performance

Value Sig | Parial

Effect F .| Eta?
Time Pillai's Trace 272 [107.091(0) .000 279
Wiks Lambda | o5 1107.091(0)| 00 579
HotelingsTrace | 3741107 09110 0% 579
Eg‘éf Largest | 374 [107.091(0) % 272
Prrencefnzenf Pillai's Trace 166 | 57.122(0) .000 166
Wiks Lambda | g3, | 57.192(0) | 009 166
Hotelling's Trace 000 | 57.122(0) .000] 166
Roystorgest | g00|57.12260) | 0% 166

Computed using alpha = .01
(Exact statistic, Design: Intercept
+Treatment, Within Subjects Design: Time)

Table 4. Multivariate Tests

matrices of the dependent variables are equal across
groups. Table 3 displays the result and indicates that this
assumption was met (Sig. =0.015).

A look at the Multivariate Tests table also indicated that
there was a change in writing performance across time.
The main effect for time was significant. There was also an
indication that the two groups were also different in terms
of writing performance across time. The main effect for
the interaction between time and type of freatment was
also significant. These findings are indicated by Wilks'
Lambda values and the associated probability values
giveninthe columnlabeled as Sig. inTable 4.

Based on the values in the Wilks' Lambda's part of the
“Multivariate Tests” (Table 4) it was found that there was a
statistically significant change in writing performance asa
result of freatment. The value for Wilks' Lambda for time
was 0.728, with a Sig. value of .000 (which means
©<.0001). Because the p value was less than .01, it was
concluded that there was a statistically significant effect
for fime. This suggested that there was a change in writing
performance across time; technically speaking, it
showed the effect of freatment on writing ability. The value
for partial Eta squared for time was 0.272. Using the
commonly used guidelines proposed by Cohen's (1988)
(0.01=small effect,
0.14=large effect), this result suggested a very large

0.06=moderate effect, and

effectsize fortime.

qacross subject groups.

Furthermore, the value for Wilks' Lambda for time-
freatment interaction was 0.834, with a Sig. value of .000
(which means p<.0001). Because the p value was less
than .01, it was concluded that there was a statistically
significant effect for fime-tfreatment interaction. The
partial Eta squared value for the interaction effect was
0.166. This suggests a very large effect for fime-freatment
interaction. This means that there was not the same
change in writing performance over time for the two
freatment groups. In other words,
performance for the RPM group was not statistically the

gain in writing
same as that for the RIM group. Figure 1 visualizes this
difference in gains in writing performance across subject
groups.

As Figure 1 indicates, the RPM group showed a greater
gain in writing performance than the RIM group. Table 5
presents the descriptive statistics for the two treatment
groups acrosstime.

As Table 5 indicates, the pre-test mean for RPM was 16.20
while the post test mean was 17.27; the pre-test mean for

Type of Std.

Treatment Mean Deviation N
Pre-test RPM 16.2083 1.30156 144
Score

RIM 16.5694 1.08649 144
Post-test RPM 17.2778 1.22300 144
Score

RIM 16.7361 1.23603 144

Table 5. Descriptive Statistics for Treatment Groups across Time
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Type Il Sum Mean Sig Partial
Source | of Squares | of | Square F . Eta2
Infercept
reep 160600.563 1 [160600.563(65945.219.000| .996
Treatment
1.174 1 1.174 482 |.488| .002
Error
696.514 | 286 2.435

Transformed Variable: Average
Computed using alpha = .01

Table 6. Tests of Between-Subjects Effects

RIMwas 16.56 whereas the posttestmeanwas 16.73. The
mean change was mathematically small but the
statistical significance was checked from the data as
displayedinTable 6.

As Table 6 indicates, the Sig. value for freatment was not
statistically significant (Sig. =0.488). The Sig. value was not
less than the alpha level of 0.01, therefore it was
concluded that the main effect for group was not
significant. That is, there was no significant difference in
gains in writing performance for the two groups (those
who received RPM and those who received RIM). The
effect size of the between-subject effect also supported
this finding; the eta-squared value for freatment (or group)
was 0.002. This is very minimal. It is therefore not surprising
that it did not reach statistical significance.

Discussion

This study was designed to see which intervention method
(RPM or RIM)was more effective in enhancing EFL learners'
writing performance across the two fime periods (pre-
intervention, and post-intervention). More specifically, it
fried to see which treatment method was more effective.

The results after analysis of the data indicated that the
main effect for time was significant. The positive mean
difference for both groups as illustrated in Figure 1 and
Table 5 above, showed that both groups had gains in
writing performance as a result of the treatment they had
received; however, the comparison of the two methods
of treatment (RIM versus RPM) indicated that there was no
significant difference between the two. In other words, the
main effect for group was not statistically significant. This
means that both methods of freatment are almost
equally effective in enhancing EFL writing performance;
although RPM appears to be slightly better than RIM, this

was not large enough to reach statistical significance.
Therefore, the EFL teacher may choose either of the
freatment methods she/he prefers.

Conclusion

This study tried to see which method of tfreatment (RPM or
RIM) was more effective in EFL writing classes. It was found
that both methods of error freatment were almost equally
effective. However, the RPM method was slightly better
than the RIM method. This might be due 1o the very fact
that in RPM the student is placed on a journey in which
she/he is expected to learn through a discovery
procedure. In fact, this discovery procedure may result in
a deeper learning compared to what happens in the
more or less deductive RIM method, in which the teacher
decides whattofell the students and what notto.

Maybe this could have resulted from another source. In
RPM, errors made by each individual were indicated to
her in red ink; in RIM, on the other hand, errors were
indicated to the class as a whole regardless of whether an
individual had made them. As such, RPM is rather
individualized whereas RIM is not. This individualized
nature of RPM is also a probable cause for greater gain by
the RPM group compared to the RIM group.

Further Study

It should also be noted that all the participants in this study
were female. This may indicate that the same results
might not be gained from male samples. Itis a good idea
to replicate the same study with taking male students as
samples to seeif the same patterns appear.
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